A HISTORY OF POLAND
enslaved, however, the Ruthenians, who constituted the
civilized element in die State, had exercised a powerful
influence on the religious beliefs and social customs and
even the speech of their conquerors, with the result that
the latter were gradually accepting the Ruthenian
language and abandoning their paganism for die ordio-
doxy of their serfs.
The origin of die Lithuanians, or Utivini as the Poles
call diem, remains to this day an interesting but un-
fadiomable mystery. They were first found inhabiting
die forests and marshes of the Upper Nicmcn, and thanks
to the superb natural defences of their country they were
able to preserve their original savagery for a much longer
period than any of dicir neighbours. This savagery,
together with their indomitable hardihood and valour,
made them a people formidable to all in their proximity.
The Russians, themselves notable warriors, are said to
have fled at die sight of diem " like hares before hunters/'
The Livs and Letts fell victims to their ruthlcssness as
" sheep arc the prey of wolves/' German chroniclers
unite in calling them the most terrible of all the bar-
barians.
Their first entrance into recorded history followed the
setdement of the Teutonic Knights to the north of Poland.
The terrible fate suffered by the wild Prussians at the
hands of this Order roused the Lithuanians to a sense of
their own danger and forced them to combine in their
own defence. It was at this time, therefore, diat they
abandoned their communal habits of life for die safer, if
less free, monarchical system of government* Happily
the urgent need of the hour called for and created a series
of successive rulers, who were certainly great in their
own day and way.
Among them must be mentioned Mendovg (1240-
7$